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In a landmark decision in early September, the Central American countries agreed to gradually
work toward political unification. The goal is a regional community modeled on the European Union
(EU) allowing them to maintain their sovereignty as independent states but act as a unified bloc
in economic and political affairs. The agreement is clouded, however, by Costa Rica's reluctance
to unite with its neighbors in regional political institutions until the other countries make more
progress in democratization, demilitarization, and social justice.
On Sept. 2, the presidents of all the Central American nations, including Panama and Belize, met for
a one-day summit in Managua to consider a proposal drafted jointly by El Salvador and Honduras
to construct the Central American Political Union (Union Centroamericana). Managua Declaration
calls for "gradual" political unification At the close of the summit, the presidents of Guatemala, El
Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica signed the Managua Declaration, which commits
them to gradually work toward political and economic unification. The presidents of Panama and
Belize also signed the declaration as observers.
"Central America is a political, economic, social, and cultural community," reads the document.
"Recognition of that reality is the launching point for construction of the Central American Political
Union, which we are committed to achieve....We have agreed to forge the union, gradually and
progressively, as the highest-level of regional representation."
The declaration stressed that the ending of civil wars in the region and the institutionalization of
democratic processes have created a unique opportunity to harmonize state policies and coordinate
economic and political affairs. In particular, the document calls for integrating "democratic"
institutions and programs, with special emphasis on strengthening judicial systems and election
processes, and on broadening education and health programs throughout the isthmus. It also
commits the countries to enforce respect for human rights, uphold the rule of law, consolidate
civilian control of government, and discard the use of force to resolve conflicts.
Despite the sweeping commitments contained in the document, it is only a statement of intentions.
Rather than outline concrete measures or a time frame, it calls for the creation of a high-level
commission to draw up the terms and conditions of the union and a calendar for implementation.
The commission will be coordinated by the region's foreign ministers. Greater unity necessary
to compete in global economy Officials from all the countries concur that, notwithstanding the
progress made to date in forging a free- trade zone and in negotiating economic accords with third
nations as a bloc, a much higher level of integration is essential if the Central American countries
hope to compete in the emergent global economy.
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Thus, the goal is the establishment of a full common market, setting up regional economic and
political institutions that allow negotiations as a single union with third nations and other trade
blocs. "Central America will only be able to compete in the globalized economy if it acts as a union,"
said Honduran Foreign Minister Delmer Panting. "It is no longer possible to take on individually
the challenges that we face in today's transnationalized economy. We are small economies, but once
unified, we represent a country with a US$40 billion gross domestic product and a population of 32
million. Central America, as a unified region, represents the US's most important trade partner in
the Caribbean. The US trades more with Central America than with Chile, Argentina, all of eastern
Europe, or with India and Russia."
The union would largely be modeled on the EU, with the individual states maintaining their
independence and national authority, but participating as members of a higher, regional- level
government in most economic affairs. "The goal is for national authority to be generally restricted
to managing individual relations between states, while economic affairs including investment,
trade, labor and the environment would be handled at the regional level," said Fernando Garcia,
Honduran Minister of Trade, Industry, and Tourism. "Political unification would pave the way
for free trade in all areas, including free migration and mobility in the labor market. We want a
completely free flow of goods and services that allows us to build a full common market."

Costa Rica rejects efforts to accelerate political union
The unanimous agreement to forge a Political Union represents a watershed in Central American
relations, given that numerous attempts to create a federation since independence last century have
failed. Nevertheless, the achievement in Managua is offset by Costa Rica's refusal to participate in
regional political institutions until the other countries reinforce their democratic structures. Indeed,
Costa Rica's stance led to the failure of the original proposal drafted by Honduras and El Salvador,
which had called for rapid political unification. Under that proposal, the presidents would have
committed themselves to sign a treaty to form the union by December, with the pact then submitted
to regional legislatures for ratification by year-end 1998, at the latest.
Costa Rica has traditionally resisted all efforts at political integration in Central America because
its history of democratic governments and institutions differs so sharply from its neighbors to the
north, which until recently were dominated by military dictatorships and wracked by near- constant
civil strife. Costa Rica is the only country that has not yet joined the Central American Parliament
(see EcoCentral, 07/17/97). Among other things, Costa Rica demands that judicial systems in the
northern countries be fortified, the process of demilitarization be completed, and respect for human
rights and the rule of law be strengthened before it joins the Political Union. It also wants more
resources to be channelled into social development to lower poverty levels in the other countries
before it alters its immigration laws for Central Americans.
Still, the fact that Costa Rica signed the declaration and agreed in principle to forge a political union
represents a major step forward. "The Costa Rican government is clearly interested in a much
stronger integration process, but in our point of view, there are various stages that must first be
completed, beginning with the fortification of democratic processes," said Costa Rican Foreign
Minister Fernando Naranjo. "Such processes include assuring the independence of judicial systems;
clarifying what role, if any, armies should play in the future; and the extension of social safety nets."
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Meanwhile, despite the "gradual" approach to constructing the Political Union, all the Central
American presidents agreed to participate as a bloc in the UN General Assembly in late September
to emphasize regional determination to push forward with unification and demonstrate that peace
and democracy are here to stay. One after the other, each president addressed the Assembly with
statements hailing the integration process. "We came here today to share with you our decision
to construct the Central American Political Union," said Salvadoran President Armando Calderon
Sol in his address. "We want the UN and the entire international community to be witnesses to
our efforts." [Sources: La Prensa (Nicaragua), 08/27/97, 08/31/97, 09/02/97, 09/03/97; Deutsche Press
Agentur, 09/02/97, 09/03/97; Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 09/05/97, 09/12/97, 09/19/97;
Prensa Libre (Guatemala), 08/12/97, 08/16/97, 08/26/97, 08/27/97, 08/29/97, 09/03/97, 09/04/97,
09/18/97, 09/20/97; El Tiempo (Honduras), 08/27/97, 08/28/97, 09/15/97, 09/22/97; Reuter, 08/12/97,
08/28/97, 08/29/97, 09/01-04/97, 09/18/97, 09/20/97, 09/24/97; Prensa Grafica (El Salvador), 08/13/97,
09/01/97, 09/05/97, 09/17/97, 09/19/97, 09/20/97, 09/24/97; Notimex, 08/19/97, 08/20/97, 08/26/97,
09/03/97, 09/17/97, 09/20/97, 09/21/97, 09/24/97, 09/26/97]
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